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SCHOOL OF NURSING,
DEAN IRENE PALMER,
CELEBRATE 10 YEARS OF PROGRESS

(

She began her deanship with a typewriter that wouldn't backspace.
Her office was the size of a broom closet. She had no faculty, no
facilities and no students.
That was 10 years ago. Today, Dr. Irene Palmer, dean of the Philip
Y. Hahn School of Nursing, heads one of the most respected schools of
nursing in the western United States.
The school offers undergraduate, master's and doctoral programs.
A full-time faculty of 10 with degrees from some of the top nursing schools
in the country teach a student body composed of 168 registered nurses.
The school is housed in a modern facility completed in 1978. The program
is accredited through 1990. Many graduates have gone on to key positions
in the community.
In short, Dr. Palmer has guided her school on a long road since she
was appointed dean in the fall of 1974. She admits it's a rewarding
feeling to see the progress.
11
To bring a nonexistent school to one which offers the bachelor,
master and doctoral programs and to see the emergence of professional
nursing in this community and this part of California is very rewarding, 11
Dr. Palmer says. 11 The growth of the school was made possible by a
nuturing university environment. Until this school came it was a desert.
There was an absence of the concept of professional nursing as it is
generally understood in the nation. 11
The dean declines to take full credit for the improvement in nursing
care in San Diego, but says her school has provided the stimulus, in
many cases, for that improvement to take place. "I am absolutely
amazed and never cease to be astounded at the improvements in the
quality of care that have taken place in the past five years," she says.
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"We have attracted to this community some exce 11 ently-prepared
colleagues in nursing services administration. They assist us greatly
and we assist them, I hope, in our goal of providing a quality education
and a quality nursing service for nursing care. I think the school
has filled a very real community need."
Many graduates of USD's program have assumed leadership roles
in the health care field. Some of their efforts have resulted in
establishment of a coordinated care system for patients with cancer,
a rehabilitation program for the disabled, and rcealtb s.creening p·rograms
for hypertensive detection in school children, to name a few. Others
serve in key administrative positions such as quality assurance consultants,
coordinators of home health care, night and evening nursing directors in
large medical centers, and vice presidents for patient care services.
Still others are genetic nurse counselors, critical care specialists
and faculty members at major universities in this country, Great Britain
and Saudi Arabia. Others are active in the political arena.
Dr. Palmer says it was the opportunity to build a program from
nothing that prompted her to leave a position as dean of the School of
Nursing at Boston University in 1974 to come to USO. "I perceived a
tremendous opportunity. Few people have the opportunity in a professional
career to move into an area where very little or nothing has been done,
and that was the opportunity given to me. 11
One of the dean's primary objectives in building a school of
nursing was to hire a quality faculty -- a goal she feels has been
achieved. Each faculty member is actively engaged in research. Many
have made presentations at national and international conferences.
Most have published.
"I wanted a faculty who were experts in their field, not only
clinically, but experts in research, in teaching, 11 Dr. Palmer notes.
"That's all fallen into place. To have 80 percent of the faculty
holding doctorates in nursing is quite a coup."
-more-
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Among the research of faculty are projects on ways to reduce
the stress of undergraduate nursing students, health promotion within
the family, the grief process of families which experience the death
of the unborn child, health attitudes, perceptions among retired women,
women who have experienced the menopause, and historical and biographical
research.
The School of Nursing was founded upon the premise that the n~rse is
an autonomous, independent professional practitioner. That renains the
school s philosophy today.
11
We teach them that they are there not to just do as they are told,
but to challenge, to query, to question and to make their own assessment
of the situation and make their own recommendations for management of
the patient, and to execute these nursing interventions, 11 the dean
points out. 11 I 1 m not talking about making a medical diagnosis, but taking
care of the total health and well-being of the client and family. 11
USO nursing program graduates receive the guidance to be self-motivated,
self-directed, perpetually inquiring and continually interested in
professional nursing, according to Dr. Palmer. 11 The quest for knowledge and the application of knowledge and intervention in human affairs
is the essential component of our program. 11
Before embarking on any new directions in the scbool, Or. Palmer
wants to be sure the school is doing everything well that it already
does. 11 I don't do anything unless I know we can do it ·well. That's
a given. I think our undergraduate and master's programs are superb, 11
she comments. 11 Now I want the same kind of accolades for our doctoral
program. We've just begun that and I think our energies need to be focused
on making that program sound and excellent. 11
Maintaining the quality of the programs now offered is the biggest
challenge facing the school, the dean feels. 11 I want to continue to
provide such a sound education that it stands by itself, that it is
respected by itself. The strength of any academic enterprise is quality:
Qua 1ity of curriculum; quality of teaching; qua 1ity of students;
quality of scholarship. If you have those good things, you don't
have to worry about much else. 11
1
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Dr. Palmer, who began her professional career as a staff nurse at
Jersey City Medical Center in New Jersey in 1945, says she looks forward
to a long and healthy retirement. Considered a national expert on
Florence Nightingale, the dean has served in leadership positions with
numerous national nursing organizations and received several awards
and honors, as well as being recognized as an outstanding nurse scholar
sought by other universities to give doctoral seminars and papers in her
areas of expertise.
''I'm really in the twilight of my career. It's a nice feeling.
I've had the opportunity to accomplish my goals."
She enthusiastically encourages anyone who is considering entering
the field of nursing today. "It's a wonderful field. It's so rewarding
to see a profession mature with university education, research and practice as
accepted norms. There are so many opportunities for self fulfillment and
for impacting society." Opportunities, she might add, of which she has
taken full advantage.
-30-

(

